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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis will explain the importance and necessity of the Commune for Parisians after 

the Franco-Prussian war. It will illuminate the causes of oppression not only inflicted due to the 

siege, but by France‟s own government, the National Assembly including: Haussmanizaiton, 

laws on rents, pawn shops, the cannons of March 18
th

, and the armistice with Otto von Bismarck. 

But more importantly, this paper will observe how under all of the oppression that the working 

class faced, they still elected men who were seemingly unsuited to adequately represent their 

interests. Why did they decide to vote for these types of men? The paper will help give some 

insight by examining the nature of the vigilance committees, the mayors of the arrondissements, 

and the makeup of the Central Committee.  Lastly, this thesis will identify the types of problems 

for working class Parisians and how they were not addressed by the members of the Commune 

Council by analyzing the Official Minutes of the Commune. The paper will conclude with the 

unfortunate outcome for the Paris Commune due to Adolphe Thiers‟ persistence on one 

government for all of France and what this means for future anarchist governments.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 The anarchist phenomenon of the Paris Commune was in power for only three months, 

but its arrival was a long-time coming. The Commune governed the Parisian arrondissements 

without the aid of the French government in Versailles. In fact, the Communards
1
 wanted to 

relinquish all ties with the “foreign” French government and thus, they strived to govern 

themselves as the people of Paris.  The revolutionary fervor of the French revolution, 

Haussmannization, anger with the Second Empire, and the Franco-Prussian war all contributed to 

the formation of the Commune.   

 Parisians, especially the working class, knew the power of revolution. The French 

Revolution was only 82 years earlier, but its effects were still shaping the daily lives of Parisians. 

The French Revolution abolished craft guilds and forbade workers associations, but these 

continued to clandestinely exist in Paris.  In times of economic crisis, the government would 

repress workers‟ organizations, arrest activist leaders, break up meetings and protect strike-

breakers.
2
 These repressive actions pushed the working class into opposition and even towards 

the idea of revolutionary utopianism. Parisians felt that revolution was possible and this 

conceptual idea contributed to their view of government. They did not consider any government 

to be wholly legitimate or permanent.
3
 For them, government could be overthrown and new 

regimes could be installed based on the will of the people. 

 But, it was not only the views toward government that affected Parisians.  The beginnings 

of the Commune, the overthrow of the Napoleonic monarchy and the French Revolution were 

                                                           
1
 I will be referring to Communards as members of the Commune Council. The word, communards, will be used as 

general Parisian supporters of the Commune.  
2
 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune 1871, London, Longman, 1999, 24. 

3
 Tombs, 25-32. 
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separated by only a few generations. It is also important to note that the word, “commune” 

connoted the first Paris Commune which was the city government during the French Revolution.  

The first Paris Commune seized power in the city in August 1792 and was prominent in 

overthrowing the monarchy, radicalizing national defence, and fomenting the September 

Massacres of suspected enemies of the Revolution.  Communards in 1871 continuously referred 

to their “forefathers of 1792” and they used the revolutionary calendar which placed them in 

Germinal Year 79.  But, it is likely that family elders played a formidable role in the sentiment of 

uprising. For example, terminology clearly transitioned from generation to generation as phrases 

like “Committee of Public Safety” were beloved and welcomed by the working class Parisian 

population.
4
 According to historian Robert Tombs, the first element to be considered when 

reflecting upon the ignition of the Paris Commune is the ideology and political culture, or the 

“revolutionary tradition” of Paris.
5
 The city was self-aggrandizing and felt that Parisian, radical 

spirit emerged in every generation‟s blood. Although the Revolution played a major role in the 

character formation of Parisians, the declaration of the Second Republic in June of 1848 was a 

more formidable force in Parisian minds. A poster threatening Parisian self-governance against 

the Versailles government created in the middle of February 1871 read, “any attack will unleash 

on the people the fury of the enemies of the Revolution, drowning social demands in a river of 

blood. We remember the lugubrious days of June.”
6
 

 But the theoretical idea of revolution was not the sole cause of the Commune; instead, 

urban planning made a significant impact. Georges Haussmann, the prefect of Paris from 1853 to 

                                                           
4
 Stewart Edwards, The Communards of Paris, 1871, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1973, 86. 

5
 Tombs, 30. 

6
 Shafer 58. 
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1869, started remodeling projects in Paris to “make an ungovernable city, governable”.
7
  Before 

Haussmann, Parisian streets were narrowly formed and buildings were usually in close quarters. 

Haussmann wanted to widen roads in order to lessen the chance for blockading. Haussmann 

sought out to reduce the population of the city center. Specifically, he wanted to remove the 

working class majority that inhabited the central area of Paris to the periphery of the city. He 

provided the working class with lower rents, tax cuts and other financial incentives to move to 

the outskirts of the city, even though this meant longer walks to their places of employment.
8
   

But Haussmann‟s urban reforms had severe consequences for Parisians, and even the 

French government. Scholars agree that numerous jobs were created to fund and create these 

projects. Haussmannization provided profits to landowners, developers, speculators, and 

investors. Wages continued to rise as a result of the consistent money flow throughout the city.
9
 

Haussmannization projects employed over 20% of the Paris population.
10

 Because buildings and 

recreational parks were newly created in working class neighborhoods, the health of Parisians 

steadily increased during Haussmann‟s era. But alongside these positive effects also came 

deleterious consequences. The mass amount of new construction forced rent and food prices to 

soar. Migrant workers also infiltrated Paris to accommodate for the needed labor of these 

building projects. It also led the government to quit subsidizing the cost of bread. The removal of 

Haussmann in 1869 for accounting fraud exacerbated these growing problems and forced public 

works to come to a halt.
11

 Now, opposition political groups in Paris were forming and united 

under the decision to have democratic control of municipal city government. Parisians saw how 

                                                           
7
 Rupert Christiansen, Paris Babylon: The Story of Paris Commune, New York, Penguin Books, 1994, 101-120. 

8
 Ibid. 

9
 Tombs, 32. 

10
 Christiansen, 104. 

11
 Tombs, 28. 
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the Emperor Louis Napoleon and his prefect, Haussmann, tremendously impacted their city 

without their approval. Thus, these political groups wanted the prefect and the Emperor‟s agent 

to be replaced by elected city officials.
12

 Haussmann wanted to renovate Paris to renovate 

Parisians, but he actually rejuvenated Parisian republicanism. 

Republicanism was not a lost concept for Parisians. In 1851, they resisted Louis 

Napoleon‟s coup d‟etat for they feared another Emperor and their detrimental policies. But the 

Empire, under Ollivier, the Minister of Justice to Louis Napoleon, made tremendous efforts to 

appeal to the Parisian working class.
13

 However, some of these efforts would in fact prove to be 

deleterious to their own regime. In 1862 the Empire subsidized trips for French men to go to the 

London Exhibition for the International Workingmen‟s Association.  The Emperor legalized 

strikes in 1864. In May of 1868, the Empire relaxed controls over the press.  The government 

allowed non-political meetings in hopes of establishing rational discussion among Parisians in 

June of 1868.
14

  The regime‟s concessions to workers allowed more open expression from 

working class Parisians. The press became vehemently republican with revolutionary language 

encompassing every page. Because newspapers and magazines had a large readership, especially 

in Paris, republican figures became political celebrities.
15

 The allowance of public gatherings in 

hopes of inspiring reasonable and judicious discussion among Parisians quickly turned political 

and escalated into anti-imperialist congregations.  

But the Empire made the biggest mistake when it called for an election in May of 1870. 

According to the ballot, a “yes” vote meant that the voter wanted to keep the liberalizing policies 

                                                           
12

 Christiansen, 110-112. 
13

 Ibid, 126. 
14

 Edwards, The Paris Commune 1871, 65. 
15

 Christiansen, 115. 
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and wanted to the Empire to continue. The national average of “yes” votes was 7.4million people 

and only 1.5 million voted against the proposition. In Paris, the voting results were dramatically 

different. Only 138,000 Parisians voted yes, while 184,000 voted against the Empire.
16

 Coupled 

with the publishing of the history of the coup d‟etat of Louis Napoleon only a few years earlier in 

July of 1868
17

, the vote caused Parisians to fully realize the disparity between themselves and the 

rest of France. Now, Parisians understood that their interests were dramatically different than 

other French provinces and that the majority of Parisians did not approve of Louis Napoleon. 

The Second Empire‟s “cool friendship” with the worker led to its demise. 

Although the concepts of the Revolution, Haussmannization, and the “Liberal” Second 

Empire created a power vacuum for the Commune to form, the Franco-Prussian War and the 

Paris Siege had the most profound effect on Parisians and played the most pivotal role in shaping 

the Commune. Earlier in 1870, the German Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen had 

been offered the vacant Spanish throne. The French government, concerned over a possible 

geographic Prusso-Spanish alliance between fellow Hohenzollerns, had protested against it and 

hinted at war.  Even though Leopold had withdrawn his acceptance in July 1870, the French 

were not yet satisfied with this and demanded that Holhenzollern‟s candidacy would not be 

renewed. After receiving the infamous Ems telegram stating that Prussia refused to bow to 

French demands from Prussia‟s Otto von Bismarck on Bastille Day, the French were enraged by 

this “slap in the face.”
18

 Only a few weeks later, high on vanity and self-indulgence, an ill-

equipped France declared war on Prussia. France had a few minor victories, but by in large, 

Prussia rapidly gained French territory. Finally at the Battle of Sedan, France was forced to 

                                                           
16

 Tombs, 36. 
17

 Ibid, 34. 
18

 Christiansen, 140-143. 
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surrender.
19

 But a question remained: was the Imperial regime destroyed or was France itself 

captured? 

Throughout all of the stages of the Franco-Prussian war, the government and the press 

fed the French people lies about their stance in the war. But the falsities became readily apparent 

when the Empire was forced to relinquish all power and left France alone to fight for itself. 

Parisians responded to this news by smashing all imperial emblems throughout the city.
20

 The 

Garde Nationale proclaimed a republic at the Hotel de Ville (see Appendix 6 and 7) only a few 

days after the French military surrender at Sedan.
21

 But Parisians realized that the Prussians 

would not stop so easily. The city militarized and camps were formed in parks across all of the 

Parisian arrondissments in order to prepare for the Prussian siege. General Trouchu, the president 

of the new Republic, called on all Parisians to defend their city.
22

 After the republic was 

proclaimed, a Central Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements was formed with 

representatives, composed of mayors and assembly-men, from their respective living districts. 

These delegates were charged with regulating food supplies and rationing for Parisians during 

the Prussian siege as very limited supplies were allowed within the city limits of Paris.
23

  

However, the effects of the siege, especially on particular social classes, on Parisians 

directly led to the formation of the Commune. Diseases ran rampant throughout the city and 

charities formed to feed the homeless and poor. But, the petit-employees
24

, who were too proud 

to beg for food, were the most harshly affected as they died in large numbers from lack of food 

                                                           
19

 Ibid, 150. 
20

 Ibid, 161. 
21

 Frank Jellinek, The Paris Commune of 1871, London, Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1937, 34-62. 
22

 Christiansen, 169-172. 
23

 Edwards, 96. 
24

 Petit-employees were typically classified as small business owners, but could also include popular artisans, 

bookkeepers or tailors.  Although they were not bourgeoisie, they were financially secure before the Prussian siege.    
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or heat. By the 8
th

 of October in 1870, the working class district of Belleville demanded elections 

and started to chant the phrase “Vive la Commune!” By the 31
st
, Belleville battalions marched on 

Hotel de Ville, only to be stopped by the promise of municipal elections from the Versailles 

government.
25

 But this promise was never fulfilled; instead, King Wilhelm I was crowned 

Emperor in the Versailles Hall or Mirrors on January 18
th

, 1871
26

, which was another blow to the 

French ego. Only a few days later, the working-class Reds marched on Hotel de Ville again.  

But, the Gardes Mobiles squashed any Red resistance even though they were also fellow 

Parisians. The riot ended quickly, but left a profound impression in the minds of Parisians. Now, 

Paris was fighting against Paris. Jules Favre began suppressing red newspapers and club rouges 

in the hopes to quell the “red fervor”, but now meetings became more public as Reds gathered on 

street corners.
27

 The political situation had quickly escalated and engulfed Parisian zeal.  

But the question remains: How did the Versailles government deal with the Prussian 

siege? The 27
th

 of January made Parisians feel ashamed as news leaked that the Versailles 

government was starting negotiations with Bismarck and the Prussian military. This shame was 

aggravated by the draconian economic measures which entitled all landlords to demand back 

payment of all rent arrears accumulated during the Prussian siege.
28

 Legislation also passed 

about how overdue credit was to be paid immediately, pawn shops were to be banned, and the 

thirty sous to the members of the Garde Nationale was to be stopped.
29

  Adolphe Thiers, the head 

of the Versailles government, realized that he had a large indemnity to pay to Prussia and started 

to make budget cuts by focusing on the Parisian economy. These decisions angered the 

                                                           
25

 Christiansen, 178-194. 
26

 Jellinek, 57. 
27

 Christiansen, 196. 
28

 Ibid, 280. 
29

 John Hicks and Robert Tucker, eds., Revolution and Reaction: The Paris Commune 1871, University of 

Massachusetts Press, 1971, 49. 
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population of Paris, especially the working-class men. Many migrant workers were also left 

destitute after Haussmannization.
30

  These men had a lot of time on their hands, nothing to lose 

and no reason to stay loyal to the Versailles government. Realizing the potential for violence, 

Thiers ordered General Vinoy, a Parisian official, to fully disarm the Parisian Garde Nationale by 

removing all cannons from the city on March 1
st
, 1871.

31
  

The decision to disarm the city became the icing on the cake for Parisians as the city 

quickly turned to chaos. Reds, members of the Garde Nationale and disaffected troops from the 

Franco-Prussian war ran rampant throughout the city.  It is not until the 26 of March that 

elections were called.
32

 Voting districts were drawn to favor working-class arrondissements in 

order for this class to make an impact on the election results.
33

 During these elections, left-wing 

factions united to form “the Commune.” The Central Committee of the Garde Nationale, the 

International Workingmen‟s Association, Marx and Proudon endorsed this new political 

organization.
34

  During the campaign for elections, the Commune formulated their objective for 

governing.  It was to accumulate property and distribute it evenly among the masses.
35

 The sixty-

four men elected were given the daunting task of taking Paris back for Parisians.  Although they 

made notable strides in repealing the Draconian laws, the Paris Commune made weak decisions 

concerning working-class situations in Paris.  

There has been a considerable amount of scholarly research as to why the Commune 

formed, but during those difficult weeks leading up to the Commune, a number of decisions were 

                                                           
30

 Christiansen, 267. 
31

 Jellinek, 98-105. 
32

 Tombs, 63-65. 
33

 Christiansen, 293. 
34

 Ibid, 294-297. 
35

 Ibid, 296. 
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made that allowed the Commune to come to fruition. Specifically, working-class Reds marched 

on the Hotel de Ville announcing their desire to have municipal governing in Paris, voting 

districts were purposefully drawn, and left-wing groups united to form solidarity against the 

Versailles government. It is clear that left-wing or “Red” groups wielded a great amount of 

power following the Prussian siege.  This paper will examine the social makeup of those elected 

to the Commune. Even though elections were heavily biased toward working-class sentiments, 

very, very few of the sixty-four members of the Commune were members of the working-class. 

This paper will also explore why, as a result of the social background of the officials, the 

Commune never initiated anarchist reforms in Paris.  

In order to understand Parisian decisions to adopt this new type of government, it is 

important to understand the historical background which preceded this monumental decision. 

Parisians felt disenfranchised by their government and alone during the worst siege that the city 

had endured. This constrained aggression eventually detonated into a city-wide revolt on March 

18
th

.  The elections for the pioneering government of the Commune followed.  

ALIENATING PARIS 

The Armistice 

After Marshal Bazaine, the commander of France‟s second army, capitulated in Metz, the 

French government realized they needed to begin peace talks.  But Parisian demonstrations held 

several members of the government captive at the Hotel de Ville. Thus, the government had to 

pursue its peace policy in secret. Officials recognized the diminished sense of pride that would 

follow along with surrendering to the Prussian armies; thus, they decided to continue the siege 

until after a harsh January winter. On January 28
th

, 1871, an armistice with Otto von Bismark 
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was declared for 21 days.  Even though general elections would be called for a National 

Assembly to approve peace terms, Parisians were outraged. 

The dismay and frustration that ensued with the arrival of a peace treaty left Parisians 

feeling ashamed.  Their spirit is evident as they reflected, “In 1792 our forefathers defeated all of 

Europe, without bread, without clothes, without shoes; in 1871 we are surrendering with only 

Prussia against us, when our arsenals are full of arms and munitions.”
36

  Although British donors 

sent large quantities of food and thousands of Parisians lined up to receive the donations, a bitter 

sentiment flowed.  This is likely due to their tenaciously stubborn and insurgent spirit.  Parisians 

felt that they had held out for four hard and dispiriting months, so why would a few more make a 

difference? Their suffering had been in vain.   

Despite the animosity Parisians felt toward their government, there was not a revolt and 

nor a civil war. This is significant because genuine emotion, patriotic and revolutionary rhetoric 

blanketed the Parisian press.  Also, there was a vast armed force, the National Guard, potentially 

able to revolt.  Instead, the pent-up aggression of Parisians simmered for another month.   

The elections for the National Assembly that were promised in accordance with the 

armistice with Bismark were set for the 8
th

 of February. The primary issue was war or peace with 

Prussia. While conservatives on the country-side chose peace, Parisians stressed patriotism and 

republicanism and thus, campaigned for the continuation for the war. They did not want their 

suffering to be futile.  But, more importantly, Parisians were concerned with the post-war future. 

Clearly, their government did not represent their interests.  They realized that Prussia was not the 

only force they were fighting; they were also fighting the French monarchy of Louis Napoleon, 

                                                           
36

 Tombs 60. 
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or Napoleon III. The Republicans in Paris urged voters to call the despotism of the current 

French government into question and vote republican.  

But the result for Republicans was not favorable. Over 400 royalists were elected 

compared to the 150 republicans. Furthermore, Adolphe Thiers, the man who negotiated the 

armistice, was nominated Chief of the Executive Power by the newly elected National Assembly.  

Although these elections were promised to be free, Parisians felt relegated to the periphery of 

government interest.  It seems that the conservatives in the rural areas of France had the most 

influence on the government. But, Parisians knew that the French people in the countryside did 

not have to suffer like they did.  It is clear that the division between rural and urban France had 

been greatly deepened by the war. Thus, the new government was suspect to Parisians. 

The duplicity of the Government of National Defense in professing war while pursuing 

peace had thrown off the mask off the government. By March of 1871 there was widespread 

resentment against the National Government within the capital, which after all had borne the 

hardships of the war almost alone. To add insult to injury, Thiers, the architect of the armistice, 

allowed Bismark to parade down the Champs-Elysees with his Prussian troops.  Parisians felt 

that this would be the moment that the Prussians would attack; thus, they needed to be prepared. 

National Guard units, infiltrated by members of the International, club and vigilance committee 

militants and Blanquists
37

, collected rifles and ammunition for weeks and removed cannon from 

official gun parks.  These cannon were hauled away to Montmarte, Belleville and other parts of 

                                                           
37

 Auguste Blanqui was a man who although he discussed social revolution, he never put any of his theories into 

practice. Blanquists, followers of Blanqui, believe that a small and well organized minority would attempt a political 

stroke of force at the opportune moment.  This minority could carry the mass of the people with them by a few 

successes at the start and thus produce a victorious revolution. 
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Paris under the control of the „red‟ battalions in working-class districts.
38

  With respect to the 

march by the Prussian army, after much debate the Central Committee of the National Guard 

settled on a non-confrontational approach. One poster, in particular, produced on the 28
th

 of 

February by 29 unknown worker delegates to the Central Committee, anticipated that the 

Assembly and the Prussians might now be working together to instigate a conflict in Paris.
39

  By 

moving the cannons and having a signed document by working-class Central Committee 

members, Parisians conceptualized the differences that separated them between their negligent, 

Versailles government.  

When Bismark‟s troops left without turmoil, Parisians breathed a sigh of relief. But their 

reprieve would be short-lived.  On the 10
th

 of March, the National Assembly, only recently 

elected, decided on two important decisions which rekindled Parisian anger.  First, it resolved 

that commercial bills of exchange would expire on the 13
th

 of March. Now, payments would 

need to be made within three months. According to historian, Robert Tombs, “these were 

promises to pay at a future date (usually three months) for goods received, and thus resembled 

post-dated cheques; but the recipient could cash them before the maturity date at a discount at 

certain banks. Thus transactions could be financed on credit…very important for small Paris 

business.”
40

  This was badly received by Parisian businessmen.  This decision would play a 

considerable role in the outcome of later elections for the Paris Commune. Secondly, under the 

leadership of Thiers, the Assembly decided to move the meeting place to Versailles so to not be 

at the mercy of the Parisian populace. Parisians viewed this “decapitalization” as an insult, as a 

                                                           
38

 Tombs 65. 
39

 Shafer, 58. 
40

 Tombs 66. 
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blow to the city‟s prestige and economic prospects, and a result of the Louis Napoleon‟s ominous 

intentions.  Parisian repressed anger towards their government reignited.   

Creating Parisian Leaders  

Widespread resentment of French government translated into a vehicle for disseminating 

information within working class districts. The patriotic desire for victory had led to the 

formation of popular clubs, which had intended to aid the government, but were quickly 

transformed after the government made more and more unsettling decisions. During the siege, 

they were also used as centers for rationing, which was a common theme in the political 

discussion within the clubs.  For example in the published Journal of Debates in the clubs, 

Molinari, a frequent political commentator, discussed the futility of rationing because the market 

prices will control rationing. Regardless of Molinari‟s sentiments, the government rationed items 

like beef and bread through these clubs.
41

  

In addition to rationing, these clubs populaires, or popular clubs, spontaneously arose as 

centers of political disaffection. Working people frequently discussed economic distress which 

contributed to the spread of egalitarian and socialist thinking. A growing reality within these 

clubs arose: only a “Commune” could effectively reorganize defense around a policy of guerre a 

outrance.  The conceptualization of a “Commune” helped reinforce the idea that the National 

Assembly disregarded Parisian interests.  

                                                           
41

 Translation: “Des le debut du siege, dans les clubs populaires, on pose la quesiotn de la requisition des 

subsisteances du rationnement. Ces mesures qui seront appliqués au cours des guerres 1914-18 et 1939-45 

semiblent “revolutionnaires” aux bourgeois de 1870. Le reporter du Journal des Debats, qui assure les comptes 

rendus des séances, est effare d’entendre preconiser le rationnement…” Molinari: Les Clubs rouges pendant le siege 

de Paris, Garnier Freres, 1871, pp. 35-36 and Maurice Choury, Les Origines de la Commune, Editions Sociales, 

1973, 120-123. 
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The clubs also played a valuable role in the pre-Commune period, specifically the 

elections of February 8
th

. As mentioned previously, these were the elections promised to the 

Parisian populace, but the outcome was unfavorable and mostly royalist.  The two major 

organizations of Parisian workers: the Paris sections of the International and the Federated 

Council of Trade Unions spread socialist creed to many popular clubs located in working class 

districts. These two groups had a common doctrine which was consistently addressed in these 

clubs:  

The existence of the Republic not to be questioned under any circumstances; 

Necessity of the advent of the workers to political power;  

Liquidation of the governmental oligarchy and of industrial feudalism; 

Organization of a Republic, which in giving to the workers their means of production, just as that 

of 1792 gave the land to the peasants, which will achieve political and social equality.42
 

 

 There were many assemblages of working class people throughout Paris which echoed 

these sentiments.  However, some chose to expand upon their ideal governmental infrastructure. 

A general assembly of the neighborhood vigilance committee in a local club, proclaimed in a 

Declaration de Principes that:  

Every member of a Vigilance Committee declares his adherence to the Revolutionary Socialist 

Party.  Consequently, it demands and seeks to obtain by all means possible, the elimination of the 

privileges of the Bourgeoisie, its downfall as a governing caste and the rise of the workers to 

political power.  In a word, social equality…It recognizes labor as the sole base of the Social 

Constitution, labor whose full product ought to belong to the Worker…It therefore will oppose by 

force, if necessary, the meeting of any Constituent or other alleged National Assembly, before the 

foundations of the present order of Society have been changed by social and political 

revolutionary liquidation.
43

 

This declaration continued to envision a future Commune: 

Until this definitive revolution shall have occurred, it recognizes as the government of the City, 

only the revolutionary Commune emanating from the delegation of the revolutionary Commune 

groups of this same city.  It acknowledges no government of the country other than the 

government of political and social liquidation produced by delegates from the revolution 

Communes of the country and of the principal workers’ centers. It undertakes to fight for these 

ideas and to propagate them by forming, where they do not exist, revolutionary socialist groups. 

                                                           
42

 Schulkind, 397. 
43

 Schulkind, 397-8. 
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IT will federate these groups and place them in communication with the Central Delegation.  
Lastly, it is to place all means at its disposal in the service of propaganda for the International 

Association of Working men.
44

  

It is important to note that these ideas, although optimistic, were disseminated to the 

Parisian working class frequently.  It may have had a profound effect on the populace‟s opinions 

during later revolts. Hearing these types of rhetoric nearly every day would have also made a 

significant impact when Parisians went to polls to vote.  It also may have shaped which type of 

men would be elected to the Paris Commune.  

„Republican committees‟ usually made up on Parisian National Guardsmen, as they were 

called, had elected their own Central Committee in each of the twenty arrondissements to form 

the Central Committee. This was done during the preparation of the Prussian Parade on the 1
st
 of 

March.  The Central Committee represented over 200 battalions of the National Guard.  These 

committees were designed to pressure the government into initiating more active measures 

against the Prussian forces and begin a more democratic form of government in a Republic. They 

demanded a form of a municipal council, that the Prefecture of Police be abolished, that 

judgeships be made elective, and that all restrictions on the press and on the right to hold 

meetings and form associations are removed.
45

  

But another group was already affecting Parisian political sentiment as early as January. 

These revolutionaries of local, municipal governments were using radical rhetoric to entice 

Parisians towards a new form of government.   By January of 1871, the Central Committee of the 

Twenty Arrondissements had formed themselves into a Delegation of the Twenty 

Arrondissements, whose express aim was to oust the Government of National Defense and install 
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a Commune.  Extremist revolutionaries wanted to take the Hotel de Ville by force, but a majority 

of the delegates preferred to hope for a mass uprising to bring about the commune. In order to 

fulfill this hope, the delegates created a poster to appeal to all Parisians. On January 6, 1871, just 

a day after Prussian forces were invading Paris, an Affiche Rouge read: “The policy, strategy, 

administration, of the Government of 4 September, all alike continuations of the Empire, are 

condemned. Make way for the people! Make way for the Commune!”
46

  Towards the bottom of 

this poster appeared 140 signatures of members of the local vigilance committees and clubs, the 

majority of whom were unknown workers (See Appendix 1).  Thirty of these signatories were 

later to become members of the Commune.  

 Although this poster did much to affect popular Parisian sentiment, it did little to 

seriously challenge the French government. Rather, officials were alarmed about the power of 

the National Guard. Having its origins in the French Revolution to protect Parisians from 

passions of the mob and the despotism of the State, the National Guard was primarily composed 

of bourgeoisie adult males. During the Franco-Prussian war, the government was forced to call 

the National Guard to active duty once again to defend the city of Paris because French troops 

were near the periphery of France. But the war gripped all Parisians.  A patriotic demand for all 

citizens to carry weapons seized the city, making a total of 300,000 armed Parisians a part of the 

National Guard. But, the National Guard did very little during the siege because Prussians had 

been content to starve Paris, rather than taking it by assault. The conclusion of the war left the 

National Guard feeling betrayed. After the Paris National Guard chose its own Central 
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Committee,
47

 the Committee was committed to representing Parisian interests, with arms if 

necessary, against the Versailles government.   Now, due to the army being disarmed in 

accordance with the armistice, the government had lost control over its only armed body in the 

capital.  

The Power of the Cannon 

The cannons that the Central Committee held at working-class and artisanal districts of 

Montmarte, Place de Vosges, Place d‟Italie
48

, and Belleville (see Appendix 2) had become an 

effective symbol of the independent power of Paris.
49

  These 400 cannons served as a rallying 

point against the atrocities of the French government in Versailles. Thiers knew the cannon‟s 

power for Parisians and thus, began a campaign to remove them.  He tried a surprise military 

attack on the 18
th

 of March, but the outcome was an unplanned mass resistance which later 

turned into an insurrection between Parisians and their own government.  This would also ignite 

the beginnings of the Commune.  

 Turmoil arose during the interval between Bismark‟s troops departing Paris and the 18
th

 

of March because of the cannons.  This was due to the fact that without the cannons, Paris would 

be in no position to challenge the Assembly. Thiers tried twice during the beginning of March to 

obtain the cannons at the Place de Vosges, but both attempts were unsuccessful.
50

  However, 

these attempts showed Parisians the goals and future plans of the Assembly.   
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 Although there were attempts to obtain the cannon at the Place des Vosges, the important 

cannons were placed in the working-class districts of Montmarte and Belleville because these 

districts were known for their militancy.  Thus, on the morning of March 18
th

, the Versailles 

National Assembly dispatched troops to Montmarte.  Under the command of General Claude 

Lecomte, the 6,000 strong force, comprised of mobiles and the hated gendarmes, easily overran 

the National Guardsmen that were protecting the cannons.  When the troops arrived at 

Montmarte at 5 o‟clock a.m., they appeared to have succeeded in their goal of securing the 

cannon, but they did not have enough horses to haul away the cannons.
51

 As a London Times 

reporter remarked, “red trousers were everywhere guarding every avenue, and it seemed evident 

that the day, or rather the morning, was won" and that nothing remained but to carry off the 

cannon triumphantly.”
52

 By 8 o‟clock a.m., the Parisians living in Montmarte had awakened to 

the mass amounts of troops near the cannons. 

But they had also awoken to three posters issued by Thiers. Because Thiers had 

anticipated a successful mission in Montmarte, he referred to the Central Committee as „an 

occult committee‟ and stated that those who obstructed the surrender of the cannons to the 

Prussians at the end of February would be classified as criminals. These posters were verbose 

and tactless because they referred to Parisians as little children. They distinguished between the 

“good and the bad” districts while speaking of the “importance of order”.  One poster read, 

“Parisans, we address you thus because we value your good sense, your wisdom, your 

patriotism; but, after this warning, you will approve a recourse to force, for it is necessary that, at 

all costs and without a day‟s delay, order, the condition of your welfare, be restored, complete, 
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immediate and unshakable.”
53

 Men, women and children were outraged and took to the streets. 

One eyewitness noted, “The women and children were, warming up the hill-side in a mass; the 

artillerymen tried in vain to fight their way through the crowd. But, the waves of people engulfed 

everything, surging over the cannonmounts, over the ammunition waggons, under the wheels, 

under the horses' feet, paralyzing the action of the riders who spurred on their mounts in vain.”
54

 

(See Appendix 3, 4, and 5) 

General Lecompte, who led the mission, issued a decree to fire at will on Parisians; 

however, the inhabitants fraternized with the troops by appealing to their common French 

nationality.  Some of the women asked the troops, “Are you going to fire on us? Our brothers? 

Our husbands? Our children?”  One member of the National Guard tried to appeal to General 

Lecompte‟s troops by saying, “'We have not done any dirty work yet. Do you think I will fire on 

a Frenchman? Am I not a Frenchman? Have I not twice been taken prisoner by the Prussians, 

once at Sedan and once at Dijon? Why, then, should I fire upon my countrymen?”  The 

artillerymen from the National Assembly were offered flasks of wine and meat rolls. They too 

were hungry and thirsty as they had not had breakfast, but they had been awake for nearly 5 

hours. They were soon won over to the side of the rebels. The London Times reporter was 

perplexed by this socialization between two apparently divergent forces coming together. His 

remark, “The uncertainty for a moment whether the men were meeting as friends or enemies, the 

wild enthusiasm of the shouts of fraternization, the waving of the upturned muskets, the bold 

reckless women laughing and exciting the men against their officers, all combined to produce a 

sensation of perplexity not unmingled with alarm at the strange and unexpected tum things were 
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taking,”
55

 shows that barriers between the Versailles troops and the Paris National Guard were 

beginning to break down in hopes of attaining a future unity.    

Angered by the fraternization between his troops and the local National Guard, General 

Lecompte decided to arrest any of his men who dissented.  When he realized that none of his 

men were arresting the dissenters, General Lecompte lost his head. He commanded his troops to 

fire on the crowd of Parisian citizens. His decree went unnoticed. He again ordered his men to 

fire; and again. But the troops turned up the butts of their rifles and handed them to the crowd in 

exchange for “a mug of wine, a kind word, [and] a fraternal embrace.” Then, the unexpected 

happened. The troops shouted, “Long live the Republic!” and the crowd replied, “Long life the 

Line!”
56

 General Lecompte was later taken as prisoner to the police headquarters in the rue des 

Rosiers
57

 by the crowd in Montmarte.
58

  Parisians and the troops realized the impropriety of the 

Versailles National Assembly. For Parisians, the attempt to disarm their city and ruthless insults 

towards their local governance became an impetus to separate from Thier‟s government.   

By 3 o‟clock p.m. the Versailles National Assembly realized that they had lost control of 

Paris. Consequently, Thiers gave the order that the entire army should evacuate the capital 

immediately. Thiers drew upon his memories of the 24
th

 of February, 1848 when he advised 

Louis-Phillipe to leave the capital, regroup, and return sometime later with a more formidable 

force, rather than resist a more powerful revolutionary force.  Unfortunately, General Lecompte 
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was not as lucky as Thiers. He was executed by a crowd, which included his own army troops, 

only a few hours after he was captured.
59

  

What had started as an ill-planned attempt to disarm Paris had blossomed into a full-scale 

insurrection. Many historians agree that this was the turning point between pent-up agitations 

among Parisians to a decisive revolution.  

The Central Committee: Paving the Way for the Commune 

When the Central Committee and the National Guard found itself in power after the 

events of March 18
th

, it did not immediately use the word, “commune.”  This is likely because 

the word itself contained certain potency.  After defeat, the Versailles Government posted a 

proclamation after the defeat reading, “The Government has decided to make an end of an 

insurrectionary committee whose members represent only communistic doctrines and wish to 

deliver Paris up to pillage and France to the grave.”  But the Central Committee was not 

committed to communism.  Even though the word, “Commune,” had been used since the middle 

of October, there was confusion about the actual meaning of the word.  Some saw it as a legally 

elected city government that would support and galvanize the Government of National Defence.  

Other Parisians saw the Commune as a revolutionary movement that would replace the 

Government of National Defence. However, a common interpretation was that the Commune 

was the “means of guaranteeing the existence of a republican form of government and of 

initiating a levee en masse against the invaders in the manner of the republican volunteers of 

1792.”
60
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 They were also hesitant because they had never had the slightest idea that they might be 

called upon to act as the Government for Paris. Their political claims had been purely local and 

they usually only supervised political activities, rather than lead them. None of the members had 

any level of political experience.  A few were members of the International like Varlin who was 

an co-operative and union organizer. A few were notable soldiers like Brunel and Duval, but 

they were not true committee members. The rest of the members were mere delegates of the 

National Guard and were devoid of any political significance within their local communities.  

They only man who had some realization of their task at hand was a young commercial traveler, 

Edouard Moreau, who began to lead their deliberations although he had been politically obscure 

before.  

 Although Theirs called the Central Committee a anonymous conspiracy, the members of 

the Committee were known to be popular characters in their own circles. Babick, the perfumer of 

the rue de Nomours, was an eccentric but harmless “character” who was a devotee of a strange 

religion called “Fusionism.”  He was known to spend much of his time in the graveyards 

conversing with the ghost of Saint-Simon‟s disciple, Pere Enfantin. Another member, Blanchet, 

was a familiar Latin Quarter figure who held a plethora of odd jobs like a renegade Capucin 

novice, bankrupt silk merchant, private tutor to young girls and secretary to the Police-

Commissioner of Lyons.  

 But the Committee was not wholly composed of fools.  Men like Assi, a leader of the 

Creusot strike, Jourde, a  clerk at the Banque de France, and Bergeret, an energetic man who was 

forced by an accident during his early career as a stable-boy to lead his men in a cab. The rest of 

the members were comprised of a representative cross-section of Paris.  Only a few rogues 

existed like Ganier d‟Abin, Raoul du Bisson and the new Commander of the National Guard, 
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Charles Lullier who were more committed to their pomp and circumstance than royalist or 

republican efforts. 

The Central Committee did want elections as evident in their first proclamation on the 

19
th

 of March. These elections were to be legally approved to ensure a large turnout and secure a 

Left victory.  

The decree evoked a sentiment of seriousness for Parisians: 

 To the people: 

  Citizens, 

 The People of Paris has shaked off the yoke which it was attempted to 

impose upon them.  

Calm, impassive in their strength, they awaited, without fear and without 

provocation, the shameless madmen who would have assailed the Republic.  

This time our brothers of the Army refused to lay hands upon the ark of 

our liberties. 

Thanks be to all; and may Paris and France together lay the foundations 

of a Republic acclaimed in all its consequences, the only Government which will 

close forever the era of invasions and civil wars. 

  The state of the siege is raised. 

 The people of Paris is summoned in its sections to hold its communal 

elections. 

 The security of every citizen is assured by the cooperation of the National 

Guard. 

  Hotel de Ville, this Mrach 19
th

, 1871. 

   Signed: 

Assi, Billioray, Ferrat, Babick, Moreau, C. Dupont, Varlin, Boursier, 

Mortier, Gouhier, Lavalette, Jourde, Rousseau, Lullier, Blanchet, Grollard, 

Barroud, Geresme, Fabre, Pougeret. 

 

 But while the Paris waited between the 19
th

 of March and the date of the future elections, 

the Central Committee decided to reorganize public services which were thrown into chaos 

because of the withdrawal of most civil servants ordered by Thiers to sabotage the revolution.  

Varlin and Jourde were appointed to financial business; Combaz to the Post Office; Moreau to 

the National Printing Works; Eudes, a Blanquist, to the Ministry of War; Duval and Raoul 
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Rigault, other notable Blanquists, to the Prefecture of the Police; Bergeret was confirmed as 

Lullier‟s Chief of Staff.  

 But what is interesting about the composition and make-up of the Central Committee is 

actually the overarching goal of preparing elections.  Many of the executive officials were not 

actually elected to the Committee, but were actually local commanders of the National Guard 

recommended by their activity on March 18
th

 or by their reputation. Even though some officials 

of the Committee wanted an immediate attack on Versailles because of Lullier‟s assurance that 

he secured the key to the Paris-Versailles road of Mont-Valerien, the entirety of the Committee 

would not accept that they were a revolutionary government. They wanted elections to legitimize 

their actions. According to historian Frank Jellinek, “never had a revolutionary Government been 

so anxious to abdicate.”
61

  The Committee fixed the elections for the Commune at the earliest 

possible date: Wednesday, March 22. Maybe this abdication led Parisians to a newfound faith in 

their efforts toward local governance. It could have also charged Parisians with the responsibility 

within the political sphere of their city as they had a new chance to choose their representatives 

in their Republic.  

The International had kept aloof from the Central Committee because they doubted that 

the Committee could make any real strides towards worker reform.  From the 18
th

 of March 

through the 25
th

, the International had only sent four delegates to the Committee‟s meetings. But 

on March 23
rd

, the International took a definitive stance and proclaimed a programme for social 

reform. This programme included: communal autonomy, free and compulsory secular education, 

the organization of credit and exchange and the right of association.
62
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 The Central Committee did fulfill their intentions of abolishing the court martial, raising 

of the state of the siege, and allowing amnesty for all political and Press offenders, but their true 

devotion lay in the preparation of elections. They were to be held on a new basis: one 

representative for ever 20,000, or fraction of over 10,000 inhabitants in each district. The 

members of the Central Committee realized the unjust nature of the former system where three 

representatives from each district irrespective of population, ranked the thinly inhabited 

residential quarters equally with working class districts where the population was three times as 

large.  The committee decided registration would be based on the November 1870 plebesite. But 

the population had been considerably modified since then because of the siege and Thiers‟ intent 

to remove all bourgeoisie Parisians.  60,000 people had died due to the repercussions of the siege 

and almost 100,000 of the wealthy had left Paris after the capitulation. The committee felt the 

new system would be more democratically representative.  

 In actuality, this new form of elections helped the working-class arrondissements, like the 

XIXth, which had increased in size since the siege. Within the XIXth district, the population 

number went from 88,930 to 113,000. By allocating representatives based on population figures, 

the electoral system established by the Central Committee intended to bring a more “red” 

municipal council. In a sense, because there were more working-class Parisians, this new system 

allowed for them to elect more representatives to stand for their needs.  

 Although the elections were fixed for March 23
rd

, a demonstration on the 22
nd

 by the 

loyalist Friends of the Order and helped by the mayors of the arrondissements halted the election 

process.
63

  The committee realized that the Mayors‟ assent was absolutely necessary if the 

elections and the Commune were to be seen as legal.  This is due to the fact that the Mayors were 
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the only regular and legal authorities left in Paris.  They had been commissioned by the Minister 

of the Interior to mediate between Paris and Versailles. And most importantly, the mayors held 

the electoral registers and ballot forms.
64

 But much to the detriment of the Central Committee 

and the future of the Commune, only a few of the mayors were revolutionary including Ravier of 

the XXth, Clemenceau of the XVIIIth and Mottu of the IXth.  

In contrast to the revolutionary group, most of the mayors belonged to the reactionary 

group headed by Thiers‟ confidant, Tirard of the IInd arrondissement.  In fact, the IInd district 

was the epicenter of the reactionary movement.  This group also was led by Vautrain of the IVth 

and Vacherot of the Vth.   As organized by Thiers, the goals of the reactionary group would be 

two-fold: to distract the Committee with concessions that Thiers could easily refuse to ratify, and 

to encourage reaction against the revolutionary measures of the Central Committee through 

slander, sabotage or effective assistance.  According to historian Frank Jellinek, many Mayors 

lent themselves to this reactionary policy only because they wanted to pacify the situation in 

Paris.
65

   

The demonstration on the 22
nd

 of March led by the reactionary group of Mayors and the 

Friends of Order caused the Central Committee to postpone elections until the 26
th

 of March.  

For the loyalist parties in Paris, the demonstration was a failure. This could have been due to the 

fact that they were thwarted by the Central Committee‟s National Guardsmen at the Place 

Vendome or because both sides decided to use gunfire against each other leaving the director of 

the Banque de France and Victomte de Mollinet, the editor of the Paris Journal, dead.
66

 

Regardless of the causes, the effects changed the composition of leadership in Paris. Deputies 
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and mayoral assistants like Millierère, Malon, Jaclard and Dereure seceded from their 

positions.
67

 Now, because of the spectre of a war between Parisians, it became imperative to 

establish a legitimate government. After the 22
nd

, the Central Committee stated, “the reaction, 

excited by your mayors and your deputies, has declared war on us. We must accept the struggle 

and break this resistance.”
68

This statement combined with their attempt to riot within Paris could 

have been the reason that there was a lack of support to elect mayors of the reactionary 

arrondissements for the Commune. These mayors had alienated their own constituencies.  

With energetic demands from Blanquist influences, the elections were fixed for Sunday, 

March 26
th

.  The Central Committee told the people on Sunday the 19
th

, “prepare for your 

communal elections.”  It is likely that the occupation of the military and pressure from the 

resistant mayors kept away many of the revolutionary electors from their arrondissments, but 

enough citizens remained to conduct the work of the selection. The committee announced a 

proclamation for the pacification of the city on March 23
rd

: 

Paris does not wish to reign, but to be free; it is ambitious for no other 

dictatorship that than of example; it neither claims to impose its will nor is it 

willing to abdicate it; it is no more anxious to issue decrees than to undergo 

plebiscites…It drives no one by violence into the way of the Republic, contenting 

itself with being the first to enter upon it.
69

 

 

It is clear that the Central Committee‟s wish was to have a Paris free from foreign rule. 

That foreign rule was Versailles‟  National Assembly. Thiers had shown little regard to the needs 

and desires of Parisians through the acts of the armistice with Bismark and the attempt to steal 

the cannons. This idea permeated throughout Parisian minds throughout the few days leading up 

to the March 26
th

 elections.  

                                                           
67

 Jellinek 146. 
68

 Lissagray chapter 7 http://www.marxists.org/history/france/archive/lissagaray/ch07.htm 
69

 Jellinek 147. 



32 
 

But the days leading up to the elections were also filled with blunders, most notably from 

the reactionary group. These foolish statements allowed Parisians on the fence about which side 

to choose for the elections, to definitively side with the revolutionary group .  For example, on 

Friday the 24
th

 of March, Admiral Saisset, a notable and reasonably well-liked figure in Paris 

issued a proclamation which was published and printed around the city stating:  

Dear Fellow Citizens, 

I hasten to bring to your knowledge that, in agreement with the Deputies 

of the Seine and the elected Mayors of Paris, we have obtained from the 

Government of the National Assembly: 

 1. The complete recognition of your municipal franchises; 

 2. The election of all the officers of the National Guard, up to and 

including the Commander-in Chief; 

 3. Modifications in the law of maturities; 

4. The proposal of a law on rents, favourable to tenants, up to and 

including rents of 1,200 francs.”
70

 

 

 The problem with this proclamation was three-fold: first, there was not any truth in the 

words as Millière had asked the Assembly about the rents and maturities twice and they refused; 

second, the tense of the proclamation is in the past when it should have been in the future; and 

third, issuing this statement only two days before the general elections likely alienated a large 

amount of Parisians that could have been sympathetic to the loyalist cause. These problems 

manifested in alienating the citizens of Paris and the National Assembly from the Mayors.  

Admiral Saisset‟s statement said that the National Assembly proposed a law on rents to only 

1,200 francs, but this was a problem for the wealthier middle classes. They had been supporters 

of the National Assembly, but now they felt the Assembly was being a “leveller.”
71

  Thus, the 

reactionary felt that the National Assembly had betrayed them.  This helped the contingency of 
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the Central Committee because the wealthier middle class was the primary opposition to the 

Committee.  

 Unlike the wealthier middle class, moderate Parisians did not find any reason to continue 

opposition to either the Assembly or the Committee because the proclamation said that they had 

come to an agreement on all important points. The supporters of the Committee saw the 

proclamation as only another example of the duplicity of the Assembly.
72

  As a result of Admiral 

Saisset‟s publication, almost all of Paris united to comply with the Central Committee. It is likely 

that this solidarity helped the elections process and possibly facilitated getting Committee 

members elected to seats within the Commune.  Due to rising communist sentiments in the 

French provinces and a spreading rumor about a royalist plot to overthrow the Republic, Saisset 

issued a final decree on the 25
th

 accepting defeat for the reactionary group: 

The Deputies and the Mayors of Paris, having accepted the electoral conditions 

imposed by the Central Committee, have recognized this power de facto. I declare 

that it is the duty of all officials who are resolved, like me, to recognize only the 

Assembly sitting at Versailles, to retire before the officials of the Central 

Committee.
73

  

 

After reading this proclamation, even Tirard, the mayor of the 2
nd

 arrondissement which 

housed much of the reactionary movement, retired to Versailles.  Under the influence of Thiers, 

Tirard issued a statement supporting the elections held by the Central Committee.
74

 Thiers was 

only biding time until his army would be ready. He only had 20,000 men who were disorganized 

and displaced within the city walls of Versailles. He would need at least 45,000 heavily armed 

and well-trained men to put Paris back under the control of the National Assembly.  
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Although there were propaganda problems with the reactionary party, left-wing factions 

did not waste time preparing for March 26
th

‟s elections. United under the title of „the Commune‟ 

and endorsed by the Central Committee of the National Guard, the factions placed manifestos on 

nearly every available wall of the city. According to historian Rupert Christiansen, these 

manifestos “set out a new political agenda and a vision of a radically new way of restructuring 

civil society.”
75

 One of these manifestos included rhetoric like: 

The whole system of work should be reorganized. Since the aim of life is the 

limitless development of our physical, intellectual and moral capacities, property 

is and must only be the right of each one of us to share (to the extent of his 

individual contribution) in the collective fruit of our labor which is the basis of 

social wealth. The Nation must provide for those unable to work.
76

  

 

It is clear that manifestos like these appealed to working-class Parisians. Only several 

weeks separated these proclamations from the hardships of the siege. In addition, small 

businessmen, local artisans, and factory workers were economically displaced because of the 

large amount of rent payments.  These payments had been suspended during the siege, but now 

landlords demanded compensation for not only current rent for that month, but also for the 

months during the siege. Poor, working-class and even some middle-class Parisians could not 

keep up with this demand.  

 

Despite the numerous oppositions to the Central Committee, the members were highly 

successful in bringing Paris from disarray to a functioning order in only 6 days. The post office 

was working well due to Combaz. Cafes and theatres were open. Pay to the National Guard was 

distributed satisfactorily. Six thousand sick in hospitals were cared for immediately. Crimes of 
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violence were few and robbery decreased.
77

 For Parisians, their city was peaceful for the first 

time in months.  

The Pivotal Elections of March 26
th

 

On the morning of March 25
th

, the Central Committee issued a proclamation on the front 

door of the Hôtel de Ville to the electors for the next day‟s election: 

Citizens, our mission is ended; we are about to yield our place in your 

Hôtel de Ville to your new representatives, your regular mandatories. 

…If our advice may claim some weight in your resolutions, permit your 

most zealous servants to tell you, before the ballot, what they expect of the day’s 

voting. 

Do not lose sight of the fact that men who will serve you best are those 

whom you choose from amongst yourselves, living your life, suffering your ills. 

Distrust the ambitious no less than the upstart: both consult only their own 

interests and always end by finding themselves indispensable. 

Distrust also talkers, incapable of translating words into action: they 

sacrifice  too highly favoured, for only too rarely is he who possesses fortune 

disposed to look upon the workingman as his brother… 

In short, seek men of sincere conviction, men of the people, men resolute 

and active, men of sense and recognised honesty.  Give your preference to those 

who do not ostentatiously solicit your suffrages: true merit is modest, and it is for 

the voters to recognize their men.
78

  

 

As promised, Parisians voted without payment on March 26
th

 and were told that the 

results would be announced on Tuesday, the 28
th

 of March. Several battalions of the National 

Guard were stationed in reactionary concentrated polling areas in the Ist, IInd, and the IXth 

arrondissements, but few problems arose.  

The Central Committee issued a proclamation at the Hôtel de Ville that in light of a 

decreased number of voters
79

, only an eighth of the votes recorded would be needed for a valid 

election. This decision was based on the electoral laws of February 18
th

 and March 15
th

, 1849.  
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The Commune of Paris was elected by 229,167 voters from a register of 485,569.  From the 

number of ballots cast on March 26th, it is clear that many Parisians left the city even since the 

elections for the Government of National Defence in November of 1870.  Within that election, 

322,000 votes were cast.
80

  In addition, because the new electoral system of proportional 

representation favored working-class districts, those areas received the most voter turnout on the 

day of the elections (see Appendix 6). Regardless of the structure of the election procedures, the 

results were clearly favorable for the Commune. Some arrondissements returned with eighty 

percent favorability for the Commune.  

Contrastingly, the National Assembly, by a vote of 80 members, declared the elections in 

Paris was invalid while voting proceeded in Paris. In fact, Thiers telegraphed to the provinces 

that the Friends of the Order, one of his loyal groups, had boycotted the elections entirely
81

 by 

stating, “The elections will take place to-day without liberty and without moral authority.”
82

 

However, the social makeup of the candidates elected and the number of voters within the 

“loyal” arrondissements actually proved the opposite. Ironically, in the arrondissements against 

the revolution, there were anti-Communards elected to the Commune; in the first arrondissement, 

four anti-Communards were elected; in the IInd arrondissement, the center of the reactionary 

movement, another four anti-Communards were elected; five in the IXth; and two in the XVIth.  

The VIth arrondissement elected three anti-Communards along with the Proudhonist moderate 

Beslay.  Other anti-Communards were elected in various districts like Murat in the IIIrd, Lefèvre 

in the VIIth and Fruneau in XIIth (see Appendix 5 for district location).
83

 Contrary to what 

Thiers thought, his supporters did not boycott the elections. In fact, they went to the polls trying 
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to win against their revolutionary opponents. Although the reactionary faction did not secure a 

victory
84

, it is clear that they did see this new revolutionary government as legitimate. Theirs 

would have to reevaluate his position to invade Paris. He must have realized that he would need 

more time to successfully capture Paris.  

But the bourgeous districts like the XVIth, Ist, and IInd did not only vote for members of 

the Opposition; in fact, many voted for revolutionary figures.  Pillot, Miot, and Vésinier received 

a large number of votes in the Ist; members of the International like Serrailler, Durand, Pottier 

and Johannard obtained a vast quantity of votes in the IInd; in the XVIth, Pyat and Victor Hugo 

received votes close in proximity to the reactionary candidate; Delescluze, Dupont de Bursac and 

the historian Avenel constituted a large portion of the votes in the IXth.  

The other districts voted for well-known revolutionaries. For example, Varlin was elected 

in three districts, A. Arnould, Delescluze, Flourens, and Blanqui were all elected in two 

arrondissements.  However, Blanqui‟s name was featured candidate lists in thirteen different 

arrondissements.
85

  Because of some of these double elections, the same candidate being elected 

in two different districts, the Commune was expected to have 92 members. However, probably 

due to pressure from Thiers and their bourgeoisie constituency, 21 of the anti-Communards 

resigned within the first two weeks of the Commune.  

What is interesting to note is the lack of “preparatory discussion.”  As mentioned 

previously, left-wing factions placed manifestos on walls throughout Paris leading up to the days 

of the elections. However, these manifestos, although using appealing rhetoric, never clearly laid 
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out an official platform. Most of the posters used grandiose socialist themes to appeal to their 

working-class readers. Some of the manifestos, like one written by the Committee of the Twenty 

Arrondissements, could have served as a general outline for governance of Paris. Other groups 

wrote articles in the Official dictating their general idea for Parisian administration. However, 

not one party wrote a programme, or a platform, for their candidacy. Only two or three 

arrondissements gave some sort of mandate.
86

 

Instead of voting for candidates who supported a particular political theory or concepts of 

how the government of Paris should run, Parisians voted for only the candidate by their name. 

Many were voted because of their prominence during the siege.  Only eight men were elected 

from the Central Committee. This could be due to the fact that none of the men campaigned or 

attempted to make themselves known within their district; however, it is surprising that the local 

leadership for formidable days lacked electorate support. Many leaders in public meetings 

throughout the arrondissements were also elected to the Commune.
87

  

THE COMMUNE BEGINS 

On March 28
th

, as promised, the chosen candidates‟ names were read by Boursier, a 

member of the Central Committee. Nearly 200,000 Parisians stood silently waiting for the names 

to be read around the Hôtel de Ville. According to one eyewitness, “the members of the Central 

Committee and of the Commune, their red scarfs over their shoulders, appeared on the platform. 

Ranvier said, „Citizens, my heart is too full of joy to make a speech. Permit me only to thank the 

people of Paris for the great example they have given the world.‟ Then he announced the names 

of those elected. The drums beat a salute, the bands and two hundred thousand voices chimed in 
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with the Marseillaise. Ranvier, in an interval of silence, cried out, „In the name of the People the 

Commune is proclaimed.‟  A thousand fold echo answered, “Vive la Commune!’ Caps were 

flung up on the ends of bayonets, flags fluttered in the air. From the windows, on the roofs, 

thousands of hands waved handkerchiefs. The quick reports of the cannon, the bands, the drums, 

blended in one formidable vibration. All hearts leaped with joy, all eyes filled with tears. Never 

since the great Federation had Paris been thus moved.
88

 The newspapers like the Paris Journal 

and now, the Commune, described this day as finishing what was started in 1789. They felt that 

Paris was starting to get on the right track.  

The Composition of the Commune Council 

The Commune Council was comprised of a diverse population of 79 individuals but most 

were clearly not part of the poorest working-class.  Eighteen members of the commune came 

from middle class backgrounds like Raoul Rigault, Jules Valles, Gustave Tridon, and Charles 

Beslay. In all some 30 members of the commune can be classed as „from the provinces‟, half of 

them being journalists on republican papers like Francois Jourde and Jules Allix. The rest 

included 3 doctors, only 3 lawyers, three teachers, one vet, one architect and 11 who had been in 

commerce or working as clerks, accountants or publicists.
89

  14 self-employed artisans, 

shopkeepers, or small businessmen were part of the Commune Council.
90

  Only 24 wage-earning 

workmen were elected to the commune.  Within that 24, a third were the leaders within local 

vigilance committees in the red districts; the rest were members of the International or working 

men societies. Most of these men were involved in revolutionary politics before the Commune. 

Emile Victor Duval, Victor Clement, Camille Langevin, and Augustin Avrial can all be 
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categorized into this group.  These were mainly craftsmen in the small workshops that made up 

the long established trade centers of the capital. This group included copper bronze and other 

metal workers, carpenters, masons house decorators and bookbinders, but most were from highly 

skilled crafts like porceilan-making, jewelry, showmaking, copper-moulding, hatmaking and 

boilermaking.
91

 However, it is important to note that occupational categorization is hard to 

pigeonhole in 1870 Paris due to the prevalence of mobility and bankruptcy. It was common to 

move from one occupation or status to another like from employed to self-employed or manual 

to non-manual labourer.  Also, it was a widespread practice to be involved in more than one 

occupation like part-time position in politics and a part-time position in journalism.
92

   

It is clear that the men who made constituted the majority of the Commune Council were 

not members of the traditional „proletariat‟ community in Paris. So the question remains, why 

did the working-class districts elect these types of men?  The answer rests in the political 

involvement and military experience of each of the Commune officials. Most of the leaders had 

been politically active since the late 1860s in journalism, the labour movement, the cooperative 

movement or as speakers in public meetings and political clubs.  For example, 25 were 

freemasons, 34 were members of the International, and 40 members had been involved in the 

French Labour movement.
93

But other than political experience, some leaders in the Commune 

Council were well known because of their military achievement. Most had built up a following 

through wartime activity in the National Guard or in the local vigilance committees.  43 
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members of the Commune were officers in the National Guard, while 50 were members of 

various local military committees.
94

   

This difficulty was exacerbated by the fact that many of the elected figures were thought 

of as local celebrities within Paris and their attitude reflected the popular opinion. Contrary to the 

formation of the Central Committee who had only found themselves in power after the surprise 

attack on March 18
th

, the Communards were haughty and highly opinionated. These behaviors 

blanketed the Commune with unnecessary rivalry and competition among its leadership.  

Already by the first meeting, disorder and dissention found itself into the Commune.  

Only sixty of the elected 92 even showed up to the first meeting. To compound problems, some 

members wanted to declare the Commune omnipotent during the first meeting.  Others, like the 

reactionary Tirard, resigned during the first day of the meeting. The proposal by Grousset made 

the Communal Council decide to conduct their meetings in secret.  Their justification for 

decision lie in Grousset‟s statement, “we are a council of war....we must not let the enemy know 

our decisions!”
95

  This left a sour taste in Parisians‟ mouths; they wanted a government for the 

people, not a conspiracy. Parisians found that secrecy was not in their best interests. After two 

weeks of meeting in secret, the Commune met in the Hôtel de Ville, but was closed to the 

public.
96

 But the largest problem the Communards had to face was the legitimacy of their very 

existence. Because this government was created at war, the real executive powers lied in the 

military and police which were headed by idle and selfish Jacobins and Blanquists. Because of 

the self-important attitudes of the Communards combined with the need to achieve legitimacy, it 

is likely that this is the reason true social reform took a back seat.   
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Although these problems gave the Commune difficult adversity to face on the first day of 

meeting, the second day looked more promising. The Council subdivided itself into commissions 

charged with the various services. A Military Commission and others of Finance, Justice, Public 

Safety, Labour and Exchange, Provisions, Foreign Affairs, Public Services, and Education were 

named. The Executive Commission was composed of Lefrançais, Duval, Félix Pyat, Bergert, 

Tridon, Eudes, and Vaillant, of whom Duval, Bergeret, and Eudes also belonged to the Military 

Commission.
97

 

After these commissions were created, the Commune had to decide upon appropriate 

leadership for their future meetings. The Communal Council elected Charles Beslay as their first 

president
98

, but decided to keep many other notable communards in a presidential rotation so that 

not one personality would dominate the Commune. In fact, each day of the Commune, a different 

Communard from the previous day presided over the proceedings.  This decision was officially 

recognized on 13
th

 of April as the decree read, “until it has been stated on the reorganization of 

municipalities, [the presidency] will be designed by the delegates of the arrondissement to the 

Commune one member of the municipal commission of each arrondissement who, under their 

surveillance and their responsibility, will make functions of the civil state.”
99

 The goal of the 

Commune was to rule through democratic committees rather than dominating individuals. This 

can be seen as a positive attribute of the Commune as one figure could have led future coups des 

états, a fate worse than death for most Parisians.  
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The Decisions of the Commune 

Various decrees were proclaimed by the Commune. One can understand the level of 

importance of the proclamations through the relative date they were issued. It is reasonable to 

assume that the Communards tackled the issues that mattered most to Parisians first. However, 

one piece of evidence is contrary to this model of decrees.  Pyat (see Appendix 8), a Communard 

barely elected in an anti-Commune district, proposed a law forbidding conscription on the 

second day that the Commune met. This was clearly not the number one concern of Parisians. 

Many had willingly taken up arms in the civilian portion of the National Guard during the 

months of the siege and especially on March 18
th

. Instead, this decree was the result of an 

overzealous politician who was said to have “came to the Commune with his pockets crammed 

with decrees.” He was known to have deserted his military post on the 31
st
 of October and did 

not take up arms like the rest of the public on March 18
th

. But with his passionate speech, he won 

many of the inexperienced politicians within the Commune and the motion was heavily debated 

for hours.
100  This decree was not likely to have played a formidable role in Parisian politics or 

was what Parisians clamored for during the elections to the Commune; yet, this was the first 

measure discussed. Thus, further examination into the following decrees is warranted in order to 

fully ascertain what was most important to Communards in the first days of their governance.  

It is important to consider that the Commune had to defend its political presence in Paris. 

In fact, their presumed legitimacy was only a few short weeks after the National Assembly 
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signed an armistice with Bismark to end the Franco-Prussian war.  As a result, their authority 

was uncertain and questionable during the first days.  Many of the Communards realized their 

limited perceived authority and felt that establishing legitimacy should be the priority.  They 

knew that the real executive powers still lied with the military and the police as they had 

previously held power during the siege.  Most Communards felt that social reorganization should 

take a subordinate place to instituting their authoritative command in Paris.  

Although many Communards realized their need for legitimacy, they realized that 

Parisians were angry.  Most historians agree that the suspension and abolition of rent payments 

was the chief concern of all the Communards. On the second day, measures to ensure the support 

of poor, working-class, and even middle-class Parisians were debated throughout the Commune 

Council. On the 30
th

 of March, decrees were placarded throughout Paris announcing that rent 

was not payable on any property since the beginning of the siege.  The decree also stated that 

rebates must be given on any monies already paid for the rent accrued during the siege, but that 

had been paid since the armistice. Specifically, all sums paid from October 1870 to April 1871 

were to be deducted from future rent.  Additionally, all leases might be cancelled at the tenant‟s 

wish for the next six month and all notices to quit should be prorogued for three months. This 

crucial piece of legislation is one of the only that is strictly related to social reform. According to 

the model previously discussed, it is clear that because this topic was discussed at the start of the 

Commune‟s tenure that the subject of rent payments weighed heavily on the Communards‟ 

minds.  But this issue was discussed for weeks so it is very clear that it was one of the primaries, 

if not the only, focuses of the Commune.  It was also arguably the only true reform aimed at 

economically assisting the Parisian proletariat.  
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The decrees decided on March 29
th 

(but disseminated on the 30
th

)  also stated that every 

able-bodied citizen was a member of the National Guard, sales of objected pawned at Mont de 

Piété would be suspended and public employees were forbidden to obey orders from Versailles. 

One decree even proclaimed the separation of Church and State.  A proclamation on the 30
th

 of 

March stigmatized the Versailles government as criminals and monarchist conspirators and 

urged the population to support the new regime. On April 1
st
, a decree affirmed that a maximum 

salary of 6,000 francs was decided for public employees. Only a few days later on April 6
th

, the 

Commune declared that it only wanted a Republic and municipal liberties.   

On the 14
th

 of April discussion continued on how to pay indemnities, even though they 

had already decreed that there was suspension of indemnities.  The Commune did want to spark 

the economy.  Parisel, a representative from the bourgeoisie minority, suggested that the rent 

payments should be due within three months.  However, this was not received well by other 

Communards for they feared this legislation would anger Parisians as it would remind them of 

the decrees issued by the National Assembly. Other Communards wanted Parisians and their 

creditors to discuss payment.  The idea of not stepping in was a popular concept for many 

Communards because they did not know how they would be able to track and control reports 

between creditors and debtors. Some suggested that prosecution for debt on rent arrears acquired 

before and after the siege could be halted for three years. 

By April 19th three journalists, the veteran Jacobin Charles Delescluze, the socialist 

journalist Jules Vallès and the Proudonhist Pierre Denis, produced its Declaration to the French 

People (See Appendix 11). Even though this document was written over a month after the 

revolutionary day of March 18
th

, the Communards felt that their separation from Versailles 
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needed more justification. The Declaration clearly reflected the mainstream Communard opinion 

of their governance as it was accepted by all members of the Commune Council except one. The 

tone of the proclamation makes the reader think that it is a response to the Versailles government 

as it details the political disparity between the two governments and the reason for initiating a 

local municipality without the rest of France‟s support. Thus, most of the document is dedicated 

to highlighting the problems with the National Assembly located in Versailles.  

 Although much of the document is dedicated to attacking Versailles, it is important to 

note the lack of social measures mentioned within the proclamation. For example, the rest of the 

document outlines demands and goals for the programme of “Paris”.  The authors were very 

careful not to use the words “revolution” or “proletariat”.  Instead, they tried to vaguely appeal to 

their audience by demanding utopian elements which were never fully identified or further 

elaborated upon. According to historian Robert Tombs, the document responded to what its 

drafters thought their constituents wanted.  Thus, it is purely political propaganda for the 

Communards to use in order to gain Parisian support.  

But this type of propaganda shows the modern reader how the Communards did not truly 

represent the wishes of the Paris proletariat, the majority of constituents in Paris during the 

1870s. Parisians felt disenfranchised from their national government because of class and social 

conflict from Haussmanization, the economic effects of the siege, and a multitude of other 

injustices.  They elected the Communards to fix these problems, but as shown previously, the 

Communards were unclear about how they were going to change Paris. It is likely that they felt 

amending political predicaments would fix the social and economic problems of the city.  Even 

Gambetta remarked, “sequence and order of priority was that political reforms come first; 
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achievement of social reforms depends absolutely on the political regime…the form involves and 

determines the substance” upon his acceptance of the Belleville Programme in 1869.
101

  But, it is 

curious why the Communard drafters of this document are remarkably unclear about the social 

and economic content of the programme for “Paris.” One brief paragraph mentioned the use of 

the Commune‟s authority to “carry out as it sees fit” administrative and economic reforms 

aiming to “develop and propagate education, production, exchange and credit…to universalize 

power and property.” Although citing the economic goal for the citizens is commendable, future 

actions are not specified.  Instead, further steps were relegated to “the necessities of the moment, 

the wish of those concerned, and the data provided by the experience”. While these ambiguous 

terms indicate that the Commune Council was not planning for an increase in their power 

authority, it does show that they were not committed to radically changing the social and 

economic plight of their constituents anytime soon.  

 But what shows the true character of a government more than political propaganda? The 

answer is money. The Commune spent nearly a total of 42 million francs. 33 million was given 

to the War Delegation for National Guard pay; 9 million was distributed to the Intendance for 

military supply, the arrondissement administrations and all other services in Paris. The Justice 

and Education departments received a few thousand francs each.
102

  Clearly Communards were 

more preoccupied with remaining a potent military force against the Versailles government than 

making notable changes in Parisian livelihoods. 
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 It could be argued that the decree of April 16
th

 to hand over closed-down workshops or 

factories to the cooperative association of the workers who were employed in them”
103

 was 

another concerted effort to improve the social and economic climate for the proletariat, but 

evidence proves a contrary motive. A Commune official is even quoted by saying, “to favour the 

development of existing associations is to bring about formation of new ones, and thereby 

release labour from exploitation by capital, and simultaneously release workers from the 

influence of monarchist capitalists.”
104

  This Communard probably had good intentions 

advocating for the April 16
th

 decree, but did not realize that the general sentiment of the 

Commune Council did not advocate for workers. In fact, most members of the Commune 

opposed general expropriation of deserted factories for workers to transform them into 

associations.  Although there was a process for worker groups requisitioning, most chose to pay 

rent for their factories. In fact, records indicate that the number of operating cooperatives fell 

during the Commune.
105

  

 However, the Commune Council did advocate for certain types of associations: those 

that benefitted the war effort against Versailles. Cooperatives of women making uniforms 

became more ideologically ambitious under the Commune. Wartime arms workshops were also 

reestablished.  But this all came at a price for the Commune. The War and Finance delegations of 

the Commune Council demanded speed and value for public money; as a result, when the 

delegations made formal offers with contractors to make goods at a certain rate, pressure on 

wages increased. This pressure was exacerbated in certain situations like when Varlin, the 

socialist head of the military supply) demanded reductions in the cost for military uniforms.  The 
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reduction in price led to work rates falling. This economic situation led to protests from workers 

in numerous trades.  When the Commune Council realized that the Government of National 

Defence had done more to protect women‟s wages during the siege than the Commune had, a 

debate quickly arose within the Commune on the 12
th

 of May. In one of the most poignant and 

candid statements of the Commune Council, Frankel, the head of the Labour Delegation, 

proclaimed “the 18
 
March revolution was made up by the working class. If we do nothing for 

that class, I don‟t see the purpose of the Commune.”
106

 Although embarrassed by their previous 

negligence toward their working-class constituency, most Communards generally agreed with 

Frankel.  Consequently, a decree asserted that future contracts were instructed to contain 

specifications on minimum wage rates for Parisian workers. This decree also allowed for the 

Commune to revise previous agreements with contractors, but Jourde and Varlin insisted upon 

not breaking past agreements as a matter of principle and advocated for existing agreements to 

remain unscathed. In reality, Jourde was unsympathetic to Parisian workers. He found them lazy 

and greedy and was generally unimpressed with their work. “Communism‟s a joke” and “Hard 

workers shouldn‟t feed idlers” were statements from Jourde which indicate his indignation with 

the working class.  Jourde was so incensed from worker‟s complaints that he advocated for a 

maximum wage limit on worker‟s salaries. Without a doubt, he was not supporting the class of 

people, the Parisian proletariat, which gave him the power he currently had by fighting in the 18 

March revolution.
107

  

Although the Commune was more concerned with maintaining a prominent military to 

ward off the Versailles government and establishing their legitimacy among the populace than 

making considerable efforts to improving the standard of living for the majority of Parisians, 
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they did enact a few reforms aimed towards workers during their tenure. Two of these reforms 

helped to address workers‟ grievances that had been accumulating since even before the siege.  

One forbid employers to deduct fines from wages and another attempted to replace private job 

agencies by encouraging arrondissements to set up municipal labour exchanges.  But, the 

Executive Commission‟s decree on the 20
th

 of April to ban night-work in bakeries was by far the 

most influential.  Frankel again reiterated his pro-socialist stance by stating, “the class of bakery 

workers is the most unfortunate section of the proletariat; indeed, you will not find a more 

underprivileged trade. Every day we are told that the workers should educate themselves, but 

how can you educate yourself when you work at night?” He declared the decree against 

unnecessary night labor “the only truly socialist decree passed by the Commune.”
108

  Yet again, 

any notable change to worker conditions was met with indignation by the Commune members. 

Many of the Jacobin Communards objected to “these continuous regulations” that could not be 

enforced.  They felt that the commune should not meddle with affairs between bosses and 

workers; their reasoning: because equality and democracy had been established.  

  While the Commune might have made some concessions toward bettering working-class 

Parisian life, it is clear that the general theme of the Commune was not directed toward that goal. 

Instead, individual personalities changed the direction of the Commune toward their opinion of a 

“better Paris.”  This usually included disseminating rhetoric about justifying their legitimacy or 

strengthening the military in order to combat the Versailles government. It even appears that 

when a concession was made, a member of the Commune was insisting on advocating for the 

opposite. While the working-class Parisians struggled to make ends meet, their municipal 

government, which they fought to attain on 18 March, was meeting toward no end.  
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CONCLUSION  

The French Revolution‟s motto of “liberté, egalité, et fraternité” are hard to image after 

careful research into the Paris Commune. The Revolution was only 82 years before the 

Commune, but “fraternité” was a concept of the past. Now, a strong political divide existed 

within France and was separated by a distance of less than 10 miles. However, it is easy to 

understand how this divide came to fruition when one examines the build-up of socio-political 

problems that the Parisian working-class faced years before the Commune was a reality. By 

understanding why the Commune was created, one can begin to understand why the Commune 

failed to achieve its primary goals of helping the working-class.  

Resentment toward the government was not a new concept for the French, especially 

Parisians. The government-sanctioned Haussmanization appeared to appeal to working-class 

Parisians. Yet, the charm of quick tax break quickly wore off when Parisians had to walk even 

longer distances to their places of work. The cheaply built housing only created another list of 

problems.  

Many of the precursors to the Commune, like Haussmanizaiton, were actually created by 

the government. By moving working-class Parisians to the periphery of the city, Haussman 

inadvertently shifted the political nature of the city. Now, Parisians of the same socio-economic 

status and similar problems were located in tightly-knit communities and were more able to 

communicate their issues with each other. This also led to the formation of clubs rouges and 

even The Central Committee‟s decision to redraw the election map for the 26 March elections. 

Louis Napoleon‟s Second Empire also added fuel to the angry working-class flame. Sending men 

to the International Workingmen‟s Association and the elections of May 1870 made Parisians 
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realize how much they detested their own government. The International not only made the 

French see other forms of representation, but it made them want municipal representation. The 

elections of May 1870 were a realization to not only the French people, but also Louis Napoleon. 

The people that he governed did not want him. By being able to see hard numbers, it reaffirms 

Parisian opinion that something had to be done with the current form of government.  

With that sentiment in the back of the Parisian mind, Parisians only needed a spark to 

instigate a changing of governance. Unfortunately, that spark came at the expense of the Parisian 

populace. The Prussian siege of Paris forced all Parisians to destitution. Because of pride, some 

petite bourgeoisie Parisians died instead of taking handouts from charitable groups. But the siege 

had more than just a physical impact on Parisians. The Prussians only chose to target Paris.  

Granted, they attacked many of the towns on the periphery of France as they made their way 

toward the capital city, but Paris was economically decimated. But self-importance ran thick in 

Parisian blood and many thought they could withstand the siege for months, or even years.  

By having this sentiment toward the siege, this made the armistice negotiated between 

Bismark and Thiers that much more problematic. Parisians felt like their own government had 

sold them out. The National Assembly‟s decree, led by Thiers, to demand that all rent which was 

suspended during the siege was to be paid in full within three months was inconceivable to 

Parisians. Most of their jobs were nonexistent and even the National Guard pay of 30 sous per 

day was not sufficient. Clearly, the National Assembly did not understand what it meant to be 

Parisian.To add insult to injury, Bismark‟s decision to parade down the Champs-Elysees, pushed 

Parisians over the precipice of their tolerance. To safeguard their city from a possible Prussian 

attack during the parade, the Parisian National Guard placed cannon around their city in 
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conspicuously notorious “Red” districts.  When the government feared Parisian retaliation for 

their armistice, the army snuck into Paris and tried to retrieve the cannon. Now, Parisians were 

livid.  This rage culminated in a declaration of separate elections from the National Assembly.  

But the election time was short.  The Central Committee, which had been inadvertently in 

charge of Paris after the 18 March incident, decreed on 19 March that elections for a commune 

were to take place in a week. This left little time for campaigning. In fact, not one candidate 

disseminated a programme for Paris. Although many “Red” manifestos from political clubs 

rouges and left-wing factions existed on doorposts and building facades, these only contained 

ideologies, not concrete actions that particular candidates would enact.  Most of the posters used 

grandiose socialist themes to appeal to their working-class readers. Some of the manifestos, like 

one written by the Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements, could have served as a general 

outline for governance of Paris. Other groups wrote articles in the Official dictating their general 

idea for Parisian administration.  Although politically vague, these manifestos appeals to their 

working-class readership.  Most Parisians were displaced because of the siege and the rhetoric 

used in these manifestos ignited the fervor buried in Parisians and encouraged them to vote for 

the commune.  

These manifestos achieved their goal: the elections of 26 March gave a definitive victory 

for communards.  However, this could have been due to the redrawn map of election procedure 

from the Central Committee.  The re-zoning of election polling places clearly favored working-

class constituencies; however, a “Red” victory was the likely outcome because many of the 

bourgeoisie Parisians had fled Paris during the siege and after 18 March. Thus, it appeared that 
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the working-class Parisians relatively had the ultimate power to choose their candidates for the 

Commune.  

If the left-wing of Paris had control over the elections, then why did they choose those 

64? The answer is multi-faceted. Many of the Communards were military heroes within the 

National Guard. They typically served as leaders in the National Guard or in local military, 

vigilance committees.  Others found themselves in position of power through the military, like 

the Central Committee members.  They did not realize that they would be the representation for 

Paris during its formidable political change. Others rose to prominence as leaders during the 

siege as they directed public meetings throughout Paris. Many had been politically active in 

journalism, labour and cooperative movements since the 1860s.  While some were local 

celebrities within their arrondissements.  

While it is reasonable to see why each of the Communards would be elected to the 

Commune, it is ironic that the majority of working-class Parisians elected these individuals.  

Most were not from working-class backgrounds; in fact, the majority of the Communards were at 

the very least from lower-middle class. They were not part of the Parisian proletariat. Much to 

the detriment of working-class Parisians, the socio-economic background of the Communards 

did play a formidable role in their political decisions for Paris.  

The Commune did make considerable concessions to appease the harsh realities for 

Parisians like setting the rent payments to three years payable rather than three months. The 

Commune Council did give considerable weight to this measure and debated numerous ways to 

alleviate some of the economic pressure on the city. As evident in the Official Minutes of the 

Commune, the Communards debated this measure for days. The Commune also banned night-
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work for bakeries, forbade fines from wages, and replace private job agencies with ones located 

in municipal districts. These decisions were clearly created in order to benefit the Parisian 

working-class and to a certain extent, they did. However, in the three months that the Commune 

was in power, these are the only four decrees that made an impact on the working-class.  

It seems peculiar that the representatives would not represent the wishes of their 

constituencies. But there are a few reasons why the ills of the working-class did not weigh 

heavily on the Communards‟ minds. First, they were preoccupied with justifying their 

legitimacy. Agreeably, it is hard to govern when others question one‟s right to govern. The 

pressure of the National Assembly must have been a daunting force for the Communards. But 

instead of enacting serious reforms to help Parisians, the Commune was preoccupied with 

disseminating manifestos and decrees to gain Parisian support and stir indignation for the 

Versailles National Assembly. The Declaration to the French people is a prime example of this 

preoccupation. Already after a month of governing, the Commune still did not list any decisive 

action for future governance. Instead, the document was purely political propaganda.  

Second, the Commune was consumed with having a strong military.  Concessions for the 

working-class were only created to further propel Paris into being a remarkable military force. 

This even came at the expense of working Parisians as the government set the prices so low that 

workers couldn‟t afford their cost of living. Granted, the Commune did set minimum wage 

salaries for workers, but members of the Commune advocated for just the opposite as well: 

maximum wage salaries. In fact, one of the Communards detested workers and would refuse to 

hear worker complaints.  Instead of funneling money into worker initiatives, the Commune spent 
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41 million francs on military spending. The audacious part of that spending quota is that the 

Commune only spent 42 million francs total.  

While it is readily apparent that the Commune did not fulfill the ideologies professed in 

the manifestos through the city, it is still curious why a large group of people would allow their 

representatives to disregard their needs. In 1871 Paris, the working-class held the power; the vote 

was in their hands and yet, they chose the wrong people. Working-class Parisians should have 

not selected their representatives based on name alone; they should have asked these candidates 

what their proposals were for the future of the city and its people. While it is understandable that 

this may have been difficult with only a week for election preparation, there is little evidence to 

suggest that the working-class opposed the efforts of the Commune during its tenure. This leaves 

the modern reader with a reminder that with democracy comes responsibility.  
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EPILOGUE 

 Fighting with the Versailles‟ government had already begun by April 2
nd

. This may have 

been the reason why the Commune focused so much of their effort on building the Parisian 

military.  With Versailles on the offensive, the Commune had to find a way to defend itself. 

Versailles shot five Fédéré prisoners in the western suburbs early on April 2
nd

. The Commune 

wanted to respond with a strong offensive.  Thus, on early April 3
rd

, nearly 40,000 men marched 

on Versailles from three directions, led by Generals Eudes, Bergeret, and Duval. Unfortunately, 

the farthest any of the battalions reached was 4 miles north of Versailles due to confusion, 

tiredness, inexperience lack of planning and leadership poor communications, failure of supply 

and general unpreparedness of the Paris Fédérés.
109

 This “defeat” led the National Assembly to 

the realization that the Commune was not militarily adequately prepared. Suddenly, Parisian 

gates and outposts were being occupied by the opposition.  

 When Cluseret replaced Eudes on the 3
rd

 of April to try and mend the problems with the 

Fédérés
110

, it was readily apparent that little could be done. His visions of mobilizing the 

National Guard of Paris into an army was merely a vision as dismissed officers were readily 

elected by their men, the Commune refused to sanction harsh penalties, and the legion tribunals 

did not meet. To make matters worse, drunkenness, negligence and corruption ran rampant 

within the National Guard.  

 But rather than proceed with a military offensive, the Versaillais knew how to make Paris 

capitulate: a siege. Thus, they dug miles of trenches and bombarded the forts and ramparts near 

Paris.  Finally, when the first Versaillais forces swarmed over the abandoned south-west 
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ramparts, the Commune began to fall. It is possible that the Fédéré commanders did not realize 

what was happening. War Delegate Delescluze continuously denied reports that the Versaillais 

were entering Paris. He even denied giving the alarm for Parisians to mobilize. Thus, the 

Versaillais were able to overrun the Fédéré defense lines and occupy the western part of the city 

without any true opposition. It only took Thiers and the Versaillais seven days to capture the 

entire city.  The last days of fighting took place on 28 May on the eastern streets of Faubourg du 

Temple in Belleville and Ménilmontant, Fédéré strong-hold centers.
111

  But when a white-flag 

soared high in the air, it was clear that the Commune had lost. 

 It is unknown the exact number of Fédérés and communards who were executed. 

Estimates range from 10,000
112

 to 17,000 or even 20,000.
113

  Known as the „Bloody Week‟, the 

aftermath of the Commune created a wide range of problems for the French as their future was 

reddened by a horrific civil war.  
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APPENDIX 1 
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 APPENDIX 2 

 

The red circles indicate the location of the cannon held by the National Guard.  The cannon were 

one of the main sources for Parisian defense against Prussia or even the head of the National 

Assemby, Adolphe Thiers. 

Map courtesy of www.jellesen.dk/webcrea/places/paris/ParisMap.jpg. Demarkations by author. 

 

 

Belleville 

http://www.jellesen.dk/webcrea/places/paris/ParisMap.jpg
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APPENDIX 3 

 

 

This is the barricade at the junction of the rue d‟Allemagne and the rue Sebastopol spontanously 

thrown up by citizens and the National Guard on the 18
th

 of March to prevent Thier‟s army, 

located on the Buttes of Montmarte, from securing the cannons. 

Edwards, 57. 
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APPENDIX 4 

 

 

Parisian citizens hold a cannon to prevent the army from taking it. 

Edwards, 57. 
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 APPENDIX 5 
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 APPENDIX 6 

Rougerie, 144. 
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APPENDIX 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map courtesy of http://www.library.northwestern.edu/spec/siege/images/par00899.jpg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



66 
 

APPENDIX 8 

 

 

Map courtesy of http://www.ww1westernfront.gov.au/versailles/images/3159311_map-of-

paris.jpg 
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APPENDIX 9 

 

I
er

 arr. néant 

II
e 
 arr. néant 

III
e
 arr.  

Arnaud, journaliste, ex-employé de chemin de fer 

 Gouhier, fabricant de bijourterie 

 Dupont, o. vannier 

IV
e
 arr.  

Moreau, home de letters 

Clemence, o. relieur 

Demeule, o. peintre 

V
e
  arr.  

 Jourde, étudiant 

 Blanchet, homme de letters 

 Rousseau, rentier 

VI
e  

arr. 

 Chouteau, o. peintre 

 Ferrat, homme de letters 

VII
e
 arr. néant 

VIII
e
 arr. néant 

IX
e
 arr. néant 

X
e 
arr.  

 Arnold, architecte 

 Babick, parfumeur 

 Lisbonne, artiste dramatique 

XI
e
 arr.  

 Assi, o. mécanicien 

 Mortier, o. découpeur 

 Prudhomme, sculpteur 

XII
e
 arr.  

 Geresme, o. chaisier 

 Fougeret, o. tailleur 

 Barroud, o. tailleur de limes 

XIII
e
 arr.  

 Fabre, o. méchanicien 

 Paty, o. mégissier 

 Pouillet, o. galochier 

XIV
e
 arr. 

 Avoine, o. sculpteur ornemaniste 

 Billioray, artiste peintre 

XV
e
 arr. 
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 Castioni, sculpteur 

 Andignoux, p. tailleur 

 Gaudier, architecte 

XVI
e
 arr. néant 

XVII
e
 arr. 

 Varlin, o. relieur 

XVIII
e
 arr.  

 Grolard, employé 

 Josselin, employé 

 Guiral, journalier 

XIX
e
 arr.  

 Henry Fortuné, o. maroquinier 

 Lavalette, o. plombier 

XX
e
 arr.  

 Ranvier, peintre 

 Bergeret, correcteur 

 Maljournal, o. relieur 

 Bouit, o. brossier 

Chefs de legion  

 Duval, XIII
e
 

 Henry (Lucien), XIV
e
 

 Faltot, XV
e
 

 Eudes, XX
e
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APPENDIX 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caricature reproduction courtesy of 

http://www.library.northwestern.edu/spec/siege/images/par00751.jpg. 

http://www.library.northwestern.edu/spec/siege/images/par00751.jpg
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APPENDIX 11 

Declaration to the French People 

 In the painful and terrible conflict which is imposing once again on Paris the horrors of 

siege and bombardment, which is shedding French blood, which is killing our brothers, our 

wives, our children crushed beneneath shells and shrapnel, it is necessary that public opinion 

should not be divided, and tha thte national conscience should not be troubled. 

 Paris and the whole country must know the nature, the reason, the aim of the Revolution 

which is being carried out. And the responsibility for the mourning, the sufferings and the 

tragedies of which we are victims must fall on those who, after having betrayed France and sold 

Paris to the foreigner, are pursuing with blind and cruel obstinancy the ruin of the capital in order 

to bury in the disaster of the Republic and liberty the dual witness of their treason and their 

crime.  

 The Commune has the duty to affirm and clarify the aspirations and the wishes of the 

population of Paris; to define the character of the movement of 18 March, misunderstood, 

unknown, and calumniated by the politicians who sit at Versailles.  

 Once again, Paris is working and suffering for the whole of France, whose intellectual, 

moral, and economic regeneration, glory and prosperity it is preparing by its combats and its 

sacrifices.  

 What does Paris want? 

 The recognition and consolidation of the Republic, the only form of government 

compatible with the rights of the people and the regular and free development of society;  

 The absolute autonomy of the Commune extended to all localities in France, assuring to 

each the integrality of its rights and to each Frenchman the exercise of his faculties and his 

aptitudes as man, citizen, worker; 

 The autonomy of the Commune, only limited by equal right to autonomy of all other 

communes adhering to the contract, whose association is to assure French unity;  

 The rights inherent in the Commune are: 

 The vote of the communal budget, receipts and the expenses; fixing and distributing 

taxation; directing local services, organizing its judiciary, internal police and education; the 

administration of the assets belonging to the Commune; 

 The choice by election or competitive examination, with accountability and permanent 

right of supervision and dismissal, of magistrates and communal officials of every grade; 

 The absolute guarantee of individual liberty, of liberty of conscience, and liberty of work; 

 The permanent internvention of the citizens in communal affairs through the free 

manifestation of their ideas, free defence of their interests: these rights will be guaranteed by the 

Commune, alone responsible for supervising and assuring the free and just exercise of the right 

of assembly and publicity; 

 The organization of urban defence and the National Guard, which elects its leaders and 

alone watches over the maintenance of order in the city.  

 Paris demands nothing more, under the heading of local guarantees, on condition of 

course that it finds in the great central administration, delegated form the federated communes, 

the realization and practice of these same principles. 

 But, by the use of its autonomy and profiting from its freedom of action, Paris reserves 

the right to carry out as it sees fit in its own domain the administrative nad economic reforms that 

its population demands; to create institutions suitable to develop and propage education, 
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production, exchange and credit; to universalize power and property, according to the necessities 

of the moment, the wish of those concerned, and the data provided by experience.  

 Our enemies deceive themselves, or deceive the country, when they accuse Paris of 

wishing to impose its will or its supremacy on the rest of the nation, and to claim a dictatorship 

which would be a real attack on the independence and sovereignty of the other communes.  

 They deceive themselves, or deceive the country, when they accuse Paris of aiming at the 

destruction of French unity, created by the Revolution, amid the acclamations of our forefathers, 

who flocked to the Fête de la Fédération from every corner of old France.  

 Unity, as it has been imposed on us until today  by the Empire, the monarchy and 

parliamentarism, is no more than despotic centralization, unintelligent, arbitrary, or onerous.  

 Political unity, as Paris wants it, is the voluntary association of all local initiatives, the 

spontaneous and free cooperation of all individual energies with a view to a common aim, the 

well-being, liberty and security for all. 

 The communal revolution, begun by popular initiative on 18 March, is inaugurating a 

new era of experimental politics, positive, scientific.  

 It is the end of the old governmental, priest-ridden world, of militarism, of bureaucracy, 

exploitation, market-rigging, monopolies, privileges, to which the proletariat owes its serfdom, 

and the father-land its suffering and its disasters. 

 So let this dear and great fatherland, deceived by lies and calumnies, be reassured! 

 The struggle engaged between Paris and Versailles is one of those that cannot be ended 

by illusory compromises: the issue cannot be in doubt. Victory, pursued with indomitable energy 

by the National Guard, will go to the Idea, to the Right.  

 We appeal to France! 

Given notice that Paris in arms possesses as much calm as it does bravery; that it 

maintains order with as much energy as enthusiasm; that it sacrifices itself with as much reason 

as heroism; that is has only taken up arms by devotion to liberty and the glory of all, let France 

cause this bloody conflict to end! 

 It is for France to disarm Versailles by the solemn manifestation of irresistible will.  

 Called upon to benefit from our victories, let her declare herself in solidarity with our 

efforts; let her be our ally in this combat, which can only end with the triumph of the communal 

idea or the ruin of Paris!  

 As for us, citizens of Paris, we have the mission to carry through modern revolution, the 

most wide-ranging and fruitful of all those that have illustrated history.  

 We have the duty to struggle and to conquer. 

  

Paris, 19 April 1871 

The Commune of Paris
114
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